MUC4 expression and localization in gastrointestinal tract and skin of human embryos.
MUC4 is a heterodimeric membrane mucin, composed of two tightly linked subunits and implicated in the protection of wet-surfaced epithelia. Although human MUC4 and its rat analogue Muc4/sialomucin complex have been extensively studied in the adult human and in the adult and embryonic rat, respectively, there has been little attention paid to date to the human embryo. Based on studies with our monoclonal antibody 1G8 and commercial tissue arrays, we describe some unexpected features of the expression of MUC4 in human embryonic epithelia. In the human small intestine and colon, MUC4 appears at an earlier relative stage of development, compared to gestation time, than in the rat. Interestingly, MUC4 also appears in the embryo in the skin, then disappears late in gestation, consistent with its absence in adult skin. These results are consistent with an important protective role for MUC4 in the human embryo that is different from that in the rat or in the adult human.